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ALTHOUGH it came late in the sea- 
son, the exhibition of the work of 
the Serbian sculptor Mestrovic, at 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, seems 
likely to be the event, or at least the novelty 
of the artistic season, such as it is, of 191 5. 
Political considerations due to the sculptor's 
nationality have doubtless helped to arouse 
public interest in this exhibition; certainly 
they influenced the prominent politicians of 
both parties, whose names figure on the 
committee. 

For an art committee, the list is certainly 
unique; it comprises one Cardinal to repre- 
sent the Roman Communion, whilst His 
Grace the Lord Bishop of Oxford levels 
things up for the Anglican Establishment; 
four cabinet ministers, headed by Mr. Bal- 
four and Mr. Lloyd George and several 
peers in the wake of Lord Curzon of 
Kedleston, leave nothing to be desired on 
the score of social and political influence. 
Numerically, artists make a very poor 
showing, though Sargent and Rodin's names 
may compensate for numbers. 

This exhibition of Mestrovic's work is 
without precedent in another sense, inas- 
much as it is the first instance, I think, 
where a living artist has been allowed to 
hold an exhibition of his work in the Gal- 
leries of that "Valhalla" of British art, the 
"South Kensington Museum." As I have 
suggested, all this privilege and distinction 
are quite as much the outcome of the 
sculptor's nationality as of the art with 
which he has so whole-heartedly voiced 
and dramatized in marble, the story and 
the aspirations of his race. The obvious 



sincerity and intensity of national emotion, 
revealed in his work, at once engages — 
especially at this great crisis — our interest 
and sympathy, and predisposes us to find 
in the work greater merit than an unbiased 
critical consideration would perhaps allow 
to be its due. And certainly Mestrovic is 
fortunate for nothing could well be more 
fitting to the hour than this chiselled story 
of the aspirations, the dreams, the uncon- 
querable courage and hopes of the Serbian 
race, whose heroic resistance to the flinging 
back of its great foe may well be the envy 
of its own allies. Allowing full weight to 
all this, it is still somewhat trying to be 
authoritatively ordered to believe that "his 
meteoric rise to fame has secured for 
Serbia in one bound a place among the art- 
creating races of Europe." This is a fairly 
large order to begin with. Again, and quot- 
ing at some length: "The swelling mus- 
cles, massive forms, and twisted limbs of 
his figures — some heroic in their furious 
vigor of action, others that serve as cary- 
atides weighed down not only by the heavy 
masonry that they have to support, but by 
the moral weight of long-extended slavery 
— speak of the awakened national conscious- 
ness, the struggle of an oppressed race to 
win to freedom and unfettered develop- 
ments. But the chief thing is that Mestro- 
vic is a born sculptor, gifted to an extraor- 
dinary degree with the plastic sense, 
whether he actually builds up his statues in 
pliable clay or not, they have the impres- 
sion of life that has lain dormant in the 
block of stone from which it has been 
freed by the sculptor's chisel. Just as his 
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superb figure of a wooden caryatid has 
been liberated from the massive trunk of 
the tree, chiselled out with an energy that 
can be traced in every mark left by the iron 
tool, and yet shaped with delicate conscious- 
ness of the subtleties of modelling that 
commands unstinted admiration." Further 
on we learn that his marble of a Dancing 
Woman "is modelled with a delicate real- 
ism in the rendering of swelling forms with 
all their light and shade, that is probably 
unsurpassed in modern art." 

After a liberal course of panegyrics in 
this vein, naturally our hopes run high ; and 
I made my way towards the Victoria and 
Albert Museum with recollections of the El- 
gin marbles and of the grandeur of Thebes 
or the wondrous tomb of the Medicis float- 
ing in my mind; but, frankly, I was disap- 
pointed. The inspiration, the motif, in this 
quite courageous art is sincere and in a 
measure novel, which, however, is not the 
same thing as original : one felt that as an 
artist Mestrovic was fortunate in being 
born a Serb and still more fortunate to con- 
ceive the idea of consecrating his art to the 
mission of embodying, materializing before 
the nations, the type, the ideals and the per- 
sonality of his race. And this he certainly 
has succeeded in doing, and convincingly. 
You are made to realize that these men and 
women have nothing in common with the 
Celt, the Teuton or the Latin; the vanguard 
of the West against the East, yet in their 
names Slovak, Czech and Wallach, Croat 
and Magyar. Szekelys, Serbians and 
Bosnians Avar and Bulgar, one feels that 
the mystery and romance of the East is in 
their blood and their language; this is fur- 
ther indicated by their folk lore ballads and 
legends, their beliefs in magic and witch- 
craft, in vampire, wehrwolf and ghost, 
gruesome and weird beyond anything in the 
West. Well here to hand was such mate- 
rial unexploited as yet by chisel or brush, 
that dull indeed must be the art which could 
not from it evolve and fashion something 
new, naive and interesting. Now Mestro- 



vics' art is, without doubt, very far from 
being dull. It is alive and energized by 
strong faith in its mission and its ideals, 
and I admit with pleasure that it is a dis- 
tinct and welcome contribution to European 
art. All this is, however, a very different 
thing from placing Mestrovic amongst the 
world's sculptors; he is an accomplished 
craftsman, as his marble relief entitled the 
"Dancing Woman" proves. The title, by 
the way, is as arbitrary, meaningless and 
misplaced as can well be imagined; pic- 
turesque and well modeled, the old fash- 
ioned art terms "A Fragment" or "A Tor- 
so" would amply and more truly describe 
it. But I feel that his subject matter is re- 
sponsible for the success of his art rather 
than that his artistry has made the success 
of his subject. He is a discoverer, a lucky 
prospector, not a creator. Passing over the 
question whether the greatest art should 
ever be in need of the help of a formula 
for the conveyance of its message, the ar- 
chaic forms that Mestrovic affects are de- 
rived partly from ancient art, partly from 
the mannerisms of Rodin and Meunier. Al- 
lowable or even necessary as archaic forms 
may be in attempts to give plausibility to 
the mythical physical development neces- 
sary to his heroes for the accomplishment 
of their wondrous feats, on the ground that 
gentlemen of the prowess for instance of 
"Serge the Frowning Hero" who in keep- 
ing with the famous Serb ballad 

"This angry hero of the frown 
Who spits six Turks upon his lance 
And flings them backwards o'er his head" 

must be depicted accordingly, and that the 
requisite exaggerations and distortions of 
proportion and muscle are more easily ac- 
cepted in Archaic guise, I see no reason in 
adopting them in portraiture as in the "Por- 
trait of a Lady," with a result that is un- 
speakably harsh and ugly. In the portrait 
busts of men, however, he uses a modified 
formula with distinctly better effect, as in 
the busts of himself, of Rodin, and others. 
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They are picturesque and convincing as 
summarized likenesses. 

His wood carvings are very interesting; 
the head of Christ in ''The Deposition from 
the Cross'' has all the conviction of the 
primitive masters ; the technique, the re- 
striction of the modeling to two planes, 
lends itself convincingly to the non-natural- 
istic and spiritual conception of such sub- 
jects, and it is the only one proper to them. 
The primitive, and that one exception of 
the renaissance, Michael Angel o alone 
struck the right note in religious pictures, 
that of other worldliness, this is only to be 
attained by conventions of treatment, more 
or less archaic ; the hopeless failure of the 
religious school of Dusseldorf led by Ary 
Scheffer, earnest and accomplished as it 
was, sealed the fate of naturalism in re- 
ligious art. 

In some of his heads, as for instance the 
Marko Kraljevic, Mestrovic has energized 
the type to a remarkable height of convinc- 
ing idealism, they really do rise to the he- 
roic and superhuman level of their myth- 



ical originals. The art of Mestrovic must 
be studied to do it justice, in conjunction 
with his early life in the lands of his birth, 
and with the story of his country and race. 
He was born of peasant parents on the 
great plateau of Dalamatia above the pleas- 
ant coast lands of the Adriatic, on the most 
drear and desolate landscapes in Europe. 
His early life was that of a shepherd boy 
amidst these upland wastes; his only lit- 
erature the noble folk song of peoples, who 
for centuries had writhed under the Turk- 
ish yoke yet remembered and cherished the 
ancient glories of their forefathers against 
that day when a Serbian kingdom would 
again arise in a birth of blood. With this 
knowledge we can understand and sym- 
pathize with much in his art, that otherwise 
might puzzle or offend. Probably later on 
a collection of his work will cross the At- 
lantic and will speak for itself. To con- 
clude it rather seems to me that in this re- 
view of Mestrovic's art, like the prophets 
of old, I came to ban and remained to 
bless. 




